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What is ecstasy? 
MDMA (Methylenedioxymethamphetamine) is a synthetic substance 
commonly known as ecstasy. Illicit MDMA is normally seen as tablets, many 
of which are manufactured in Europe. It acts as a central nervous system 
(CNS) stimulant and has a weak hallucinogenic property more accurately 
described as increased sensory awareness. MDMA in tablet form is almost 
always used orally (ingested), but the powdered form could also be snorted, 
inhaled or injected. MDMA is under international control.1  
 
What does ecstasy do? 
People who take ecstasy often experience a rush of energy that makes them feel alert, excited and 
happy. Sound, particularly music, and colours seem more intense and many people feel an increased 
sense of affection for people around them. The ecstasy high usually lasts three to six hours, after 
which it is replaced by a comedown similar to that experienced after taking cocaine or 
amphetamines.2  
 
How do we know how many people use ecstasy in Ireland? 
Every four years the National Advisory Committee on Drugs and Alcohol (NACDA) and the Northern 
Ireland Public Health Information and Research Branch (PHIRB) commission a survey of the general 
population to estimate the number of people in Ireland who use drugs and alcohol.2 Face-to-face 
interviews take place with respondents aged 15+a normally resident in households in Ireland and 
Northern Ireland. This type of survey is not designed to include people who do not normally live in 
private households (such as prisoners or hostel dwellers).3  
 
How many people use ecstasy in Ireland? 
The 2014/15 survey involved 7,005 respondents in the Republic of Ireland results showed that:3  
 
Table 1: Prevalence of ecstasy use in the general population (adults 15-64) 
 2002/03 2006/7 2010/11 2014/15 
 % % % % 
Lifetime 3.7 5.5 6.9 9.2 
Last year 1.1 1.2 0.5 2.1 
Last month 0.3 0.3 0.1 1.0 
Source: Prevalence of drug use and gambling in Ireland & drug use in Northern Ireland. Bulletin 13 
                                           
a In the most recent survey 2014/15 the sample population was extended from 15-64 years to include all those aged 15+ 
years. 
Ecstasy was originally 
used to describe MDMA, 
but now generally 
describes a wide range 
of phenethylamines and 
certain unrelated 
substances. In this 
factsheet we use the 
term reported in each 
study. 
2 
 
• For lifetime use (has ever used), the most commonly used drug after cannabis was ecstasy 
(7.8%) 
• Use of ecstasy in the last month increased from the 2010/11 survey amongst men 0.1% to 
1.1% and from 0.0% to 0.8% amongst women. 
• For those aged 35 to 64, statistically significant increases were observed for lifetime use of 
ecstasy (3.7% to 5.6%). 
• For those aged 15 to 34, statistically significant increases were observed for lifetime (10.9% 
to 14.0%), last year (0.9% to 4.4%) and last month use (0.1% to 2.1%) of ecstasy. 
 
It is estimated that 13.7 million European adults (aged 15–64) have tried MDMA during their lives. 
Figures for more recent use, suggest that 2.1 million young adults (15–34) used MDMA in the last 
year.4  
 
How many people receive treatment for ecstasy use? 
The HRB’s National Drug Treatment Reporting System (NDTRS) provides data on treated drug and 
alcohol misuse in Ireland.b  
In 2017, MDMA continued to account for a small proportion of all treated cases.5 44 cases in 
treatment reported MDMA as their main problem drug (0.5% of all cases in treatment) in 2017. 384 
cases in treatment reported MDMA as an additional problem drug. This decreased from 11.3% in 
2011 to 7.5% in 2017.  
Of the 44 cases who reported MDMA as their main problem drug in 2017: 
• 29 were new cases. 
• 15 were previously treated cases. 
 
[For more detailed treatment data (eg.age, gender, employment status) up to 2016 see library 
interactive tables] 
 
How many people die from using ecstasy? 
The National Drug-Related Deaths Index (NDRDI) is a database which records cases of death by drug 
and alcohol poisoning, and deaths among drug users and those who are alcohol dependent. In total 
354 people died from poisoning in 2016.6 The were 8 MDMA‐related deaths in 2016. 
 
Table 2 Multi‐response: Occurrence of specific drugs in poisoning deaths, NDRDI 2004 to 
2016 (N = 4,597) 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 
MDMA 13 10 8 19 7 ~ ~ 11 12 14 15 8 8 
~ Less than five deaths. 
 
What does the law say about ecstasy? 
MDMA and related compounds were included in Schedule 1 of the Misuse of Drugs Acts in 1987. 
                                           
b The NDTRS contains information only on those who started treatment in a particular year (for the first time or returning to 
treatment). It does not include the number in continuous care. 
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Under the legislation a person who has this controlled drug in their possession is guilty of an offence. 
They have no medicinal use and cannot be prescribed by doctors, sold or distributed and it is also 
illegal to possess them. The chemicals used to produce the drug (precursors) are strictly controlled 
and monitored under both EU and National Regulations.7 You can find more information about Irish 
drug laws, offences and penalties on the Citizens Information Board website.  
 
Seizures of ecstasy 
Information on drug seizures is published by the Revenue commissioners.8 
Table 3: MDMA (ecstasy) seizures 
Type of Drug No. of Seizures Quantity (kg) Value (€m) 
Amphetamines, Ecstasy & other 5,635 1,281 7.65 
Source: Revenue commissioners annual report 2018.8 
 
The laboratory of Forensic Science Ireland (FSI) analyses drugs seized by the Gardai and gives a 
picture of the relative frequency of the various types of illicit drugs seized. There were 25,527 grams 
of Phenethylamines (which include ecstasy (MDMA) and other similar drugs) seized in 2017, with an 
estimated value of €2,203,895.9  
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